ON  THE  NATURE  OF JEWISH  WIT
But when, after the fierce, passionate argument,
old Reb Leiser stands up, points to the clocks, and
utters those three remarkable sentences, it is no
longer hate that speaks. It is the power of love.
When the old watchmaker takes advantage of the
momentary silence to say that for ten years he has
tried to harmonize all his clocks, but in vain, for like
men they cannot get together, he is speaking with
the wisdom of untold lines of ancestors behind that
of his own long life. Behind this man in the caftan
there stand priests and prophets, a long line of men
who hearkened to the laws of human destiny. These
three plain sentences, this analogy which shows us
its comic face, bridge the gap of several thousands
of years to the proverbs of the Fathers and the im-
passioned words of an Isaiah. While our lips are still
smiling we feel the mounting awe. From a jest we
are here conducted straight into the realm of the
sacred, and a banal, everyday snatch of tune is
transposed into eternal melody. In a word lightly
spoken, which sounds like a joke and possibly is in-
tended as a joke, we overhear the ultimate longing
and sorrow of man. There is something in this kind
of Jewish wit which makes us bow our heads.
This is the self-same wit in wisdom and wisdom in
wit which, generation after generation, the Jews
have salvaged out of their own lives and the lives
of others; the same which illuminates the Talmud
and the writings of its commentators, the legends
and parables of the Hasidim and the addresses
of so many rabbis. There is no essential difference
between witticisms of this kind, which spring from
the deep fund of ancient experiences, and the pro-
found thoughts of the sages of this people. Rabbi
Mendel Kozker, answering a boy who had asked,
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